W ith the wide array of horticultural products already available to consumers, the exploration for various value-added crops is constantly in progress. Production of woody ornamental cut stems represents a specialty niche (Stahl, 2004) , and the potential to significantly expand the market of woody cut stems has been recognized (Armitage and Laushman, 2003; Greer and Dole, 2008) . Previous research of willow ornamental cut-stem growers (Saska et al., 2010) revealed producers' interest in the expansion of the crop with new markets and product offerings. The novel concept of using live, brightly colored willow stems to create living structural elements and the possibility of its transformation into a new product is currently under investigation at the University of Connecticut.
The concept is based on a relatively recent adaptation of the traditional craft of basketry, and it has been introduced in the United Kingdom, Germany, and Denmark (Gro, 2004; Warnes, 2004) . The living structures are planted in spring as dormant 6-to 10-ft-long willow whips and bent into different simple shapes and forms. By mid-June, they set roots and foliage, quickly naturalizing the area. Living structures will continue to grow and fill in for many years, changing according to the seasons, becoming more substantial and mature over time. They may be grown in both public and private landscapes including residential gardens, require only minimal maintenance, and once established can function as natural elements for children to play with, as accent features in ornamental gardens, and as decorative fences or shelters (Danks, 2010; Kuzovkina, 2008; Warnes, 2004) .
The potential of living structures for playgrounds has been emphasized in the United States (Danks 2002 (Danks , 2003 (Danks , 2010 , and our previous research evaluated the feasibility of their establishment and maintenance needs in Connecticut (Kuzovkina, 2008) . While the production systems developed for willow biomass production (State University of New York, 2002) can be tailored to provide the adequate material with the required dimensions for the structures' construction, research efforts have focused on development of the designs. With the help of Kim Vergil, an artist familiar with the technique, a portfolio of living structures as DIY kits that included a dome, wigwam, tunnel, fence, and arbor has been developed (Kuzovkina, 2008) . Each kit includes live willow whips, step-by-step instructions on how to construct each form along with ties and cultural guidelines.
The production of fresh cut stems as a specialty crop for DIY Living Structures Kits may appeal to a wide Riparian buffers are known to decrease nonpoint source pollution while improving water quality and provide a wide range of ecosystem services and conservation benefits (Jones et al, 2010) . Willows are an efficient component of riparian buffers because of their high transpiration rates and extensive root systems, which trap runoff from agricultural fields, thus assisting farmers with nutrient management (Kuzovkina and Volk, 2009 ). Willows incorporated into buffers and harvested in early spring may serve as a unique production niche for farmers by offering opportunities to supplement incomes during the dormant season (Saska et al., 2010) . To determine the viability and preference for this product, we evaluated if the production of willow stems for DIY Living Structures Kits has a promise to evolve into a profitable crop and identified the locations of a niche for this product. We verified that the kits are appealing to people interested in gardening and learned more about consumer's perceptions and preferences.
For the survey, we selected a consumer segment represented by Master Gardeners. Members of the Extension Master Gardener volunteer program, which is offered in the United States, receive extensive training in the field of horticulture provided by cooperative extension services.
Master Gardeners represent a sizable segment of the gardening public [the number of active Master Gardeners in 2005 was 80,519 people (Meyer, 2007) ] and a knowledgeable plant consumer group. Their opinions are often used in research projects as opinion leaders or data collectors (Brzuszek et al., 2010) . Master Gardeners may also influence the gardening public and define the role of horticulture in their communities (Brzuszek et al., 2010) guiding the development and dissemination of new trends.
Materials and methods
Connecticut Master Gardeners were invited to be the target audience to assess the interest level in these products, to examine the likelihood of their interest in purchasing these products, and to evaluate preferred designs and potential price points. An online survey of the Master Gardeners in Connecticut was conducted consisting of 37 items, including open-ended, opinion-based, and closed-ended questions structured on a five-or sevenpoint scale (Dillman, 2000) . The first set of questions included inquiries regarding respondents' demographics and plant purchasing behavior. The second set of questions was designed to identify preferences for various designs and their utilizations. We also included technical inquiries about pricing. Digital images of the seven structures, the prototypes of the final products, were integrated into the survey. A few pictures of the mature foliated structures were included for visualization of the structures' appearance (Fig. 1) . The third set of questions requested information concerning the sales potential of this product for consumers.
The University of Connecticut Institutional Review Board approved the survey methodology, and an e-mail letter of invitation detailing the project was sent to the Connecticut Master Gardener cooperative extension state coordinator. This letter requested the state coordinator to forward an attached letter to the members of the state Master Gardener e-mail list. The request letter included a paragraph explaining the goals of the survey and assuring the recipients' anonymity. It also contained a hyperlink to the online web survey address. The first page of the survey included a short introductory paragraph describing the new product line and included a few pictures. The request letter e-mails were sent on 22 Feb. 2011 to 550 Master Gardeners. Two weeks later a reminder letter was sent to survey recipients inviting those who had not completed the survey to do so. Two hundred forty-nine respondents completed the survey by 28 Apr. 2011 and these were included into the data analysis. Peak survey returns occurred within 7 d of the first mailing. Since not all respondents answered every question, analysis was performed using the total number of completed questions for each returned survey. Missing and incomplete responses were, therefore, excluded from calculation resulting in small variation between sample size analyses between questions. Survey data were analyzed using the SPSS (version 18.0; IBM Corp., Armonk, NY) for simple descriptive statistics.
Results and discussion
RESPONDENT PROFILE. The majority of respondents (36.1%) were between the ages of 56 and 65 years ( Table 1 ). The demographic data of the survey indicated that most of the respondents were female (82.2%), We thank Leslie Alexander for help in obtaining Connecticut Master Gardener contact information and the anonymous reviewers of this manuscript for insightful suggestions toward its improvement. • August 2012 22 (4) Caucasian (80.1%), married (80.1%), and own a house with a yard (91.1%) located mostly in suburban (44.5%) areas. Many of them (29.7%) had a yard larger than 2 acres. The majority of respondents (75.3%) did not have children in the household. Only 11 respondents had children between the ages 6 and 12 years, while four of them had children under the age of 6 years. When asked if they frequently had guests or visitors under the age of 12 years, 68.7% of the respondents replied positively. For employment status, 36.1% were retired and 24.2% brought in an annual household income of over $100,000, whereas 14.8% of the respondents earned between $75,000 and $100,000, and 26% less than $75,000 per year.
A majority of the respondents (84.6%) represented experienced gardeners with more than 15 years of gardening experience. Twenty-four percent of the respondents work in the horticulture industry. Survey results indicated that many Master Gardeners were plant purchasers, and almost everybody (98.4%) has bought at least one plant in the past year. Many respondents (43.2%) bought 1-10 plants in the past year or 10-20 plants (19.8%), or even more than 20 (35.8%). Only four of the respondents did not buy any plants in the past year. These Master Gardeners most often buy their plants at local nurseries or garden centers. Sixty-six percent of them claimed to most often buy their plants at a local nursery, and 51.6% said they most often buy at a garden center. Many respondents (64.6%) also said sometimes they bought plants at national chains, internet sources (57.3%), retail nurseries, and farmer's markets (54.1%). Other popular sources included wholesale nurseries, local plant sales, and mail order catalogues.
After a visual presentation of digital images of the seven living structures (Fig. 2) , the survey respondents were asked to select which one, if any, they would purchase. The two most popular structures were the decorative fence (76.5%) and the arbor (62.6%) followed by the wigwam and small dome (Table 2 ). Over half of the respondents said they would not be interested in purchasing the large tunnel, small tunnel, large dome, small dome, or wigwam. The large tunnel was the least popular with 79.0% of Master Gardeners saying they would not purchase one.
Among the most important factors affecting their decision to purchase the product, most respondents (60.2%) indicated design/type as ''very important,'' 46.2% listed the price of the product as ''very important,'' 37.8% ranked size as ''important,'' and 39.0% ranked simplicity of construction as ''very important'' (Table 3) . Forty-four percent of the respondents were interested in buying one of these kits as a gift for someone. The decorative fence (43%) and arbor (33%) were the preferred choices. The filtered results, which included only the responses of Master Gardeners who work in the horticultural industry, indicated that 52% of the respondents were willing to sell these structures or incorporate them into a client's garden. Again, the majority of them were interested in the arbor or decorative fence. However, 17.2% of respondents said it really depended on the property and client's wishes, but they would be willing to use any of them. It was interesting that every one of the structures, even the large tunnel, was mentioned as an option to incorporate into a garden. One person was remarkably specific as to where each structure should be included in a client's yard: ''Dome as child's play space; possibly arbor on properties where further buildout is prohibited; want a shaded sitting area.
Fence usefulness depends on maintenance needs.'' Aesthetic appeal was perceived as the most attractive aspect of the living structures as indicated by 69.3% of respondents. Functional space separation/camouflage was another important aspect of structures' utilization as indicated by majority (65.3%) of the gardeners. In addition, 29% of people would use them for rustic furniture, 21.8% of respondents would use them as additional natural play elements to children's gardens, and 5.9% of people would use them as pet shelters.
LIVING STRUCTURE PRICING. The specified price ranges for each structure were based on the dimensions of the stems required for the construction (i.e., stem quantity and length). Thus, the large tunnel was priced highest because of the largest number of longer rods required for its construction; the arbor, fence, and small tunnel were priced lower because of the fewer quantity of rods required for the construction; and the small dome and wigwam were priced the lowest because of the shortest and fewest rods required for the construction (Table 4) . For the large tunnel, the most frequent response (35.0%) indicated a range of $50 to $74 as an appropriate price. For the small tunnel, 32.6% of respondents priced it at $35 to $50. The large dome was most frequently priced at a $30 to $39 range by 39.6%. The small dome was priced between $15 and $25 by many of them (45.7%). The decorative fence was priced most appropriately between $30 and $39 by 34.4% of the respondents. For the wigwam, 42.2% of them said they would pay less than $15 and 39.3% of the respondents would pay between $15 and $25. The arbor was most appropriately priced between $25 and $34 for 32.1% of respondents.
H O W M A S T E R G A R D E N E R S PERCEIVE THE PRODUCT.
Visual appeal and the use of entirely natural materials were very important aspects of the product for the majority of Master Gardeners (53.8% and 51.4% of respondents, respectively) ( Table 5 ). For many gardeners (32.5%), the unique design was important and 39.0% of them listed child friendliness as ''very important'' or ''important.'' For other important aspects, Master Gardeners specified that DIY Living Structures Kits are ''renewable natural resources,'' ''have potential use for erosion control/ riparian buffer,'' ''function as a wildlife habitat,'' ''would use as a sculptural accent,'' and several respondents liked them as ''a source of materials for basket weaving.'' Durability, maintenance, and deer resistance were other important considerations for some of the respondents.
Among the main motivators to purchase the product, most of the respondents (51.4%) listed year-round aesthetics and novelty, 45.9% listed helping the environment as ''most important,'' 28.8% listed supporting local farmers who grow living structure materials, and 16.6% listed providing children with a natural play area as ''most important.'' PRODUCT POTENTIAL. The most important findings were that 74.1% of Connecticut Master Gardeners responded positively that DIY Living Structure Kits have potential to become new horticultural products and 69.4% of them considered the products appealing to a consumer without formal training in gardening (Table 6) .
Most respondents (74.4% of respondents) said they would be most likely to purchase DIY Living Structures Kits from a local garden center or nursery, 30.4% of them would order online from a supplier, and 26.0% would buy them at a local farmer's market. The majority of respondents (70.5%) were willing to make a trip to their local farmers' market to purchase a kit directly from a grower.
Conclusions
The introduction of a novel product represents a considerable challenge. It is important to identify if the product appeals to a population of consumers familiar with this type of good and if there is a potential for a niche market.
Master Gardeners who are gardening savvy consumers and purchasers of horticultural products provided valuable insights into the DIY Living Structures Kits popularity and potential. Some consumer preferences were identified as appealing to this specific group of respondents. For example, regarding the design selection, the arbor and the decorative fence were the two most popular designs which are likely to provide secluded and usable outdoor spaces for older adults. The fact that most of our respondents did not have young children, and were older adults, could explain their preferences in the design of structures that may exclude children's interest.
Most of our respondents stated that a combination of factors, such as design/type, price, size, and simplicity of construction, would affect their purchase decisions of living structures. In understanding this, retailers and growers can select and create products that best meet their consumers' demands. Master Gardeners identified the specific preferred price ranges for each structure, and it is likely that these products have the potential to generate some economic interest for the producers. More economic information regarding costs of production and profits are needed to assess the economic potential.
Perhaps, the most important finding from this research was the fact that the majority of Connecticut Master Gardeners believe that DIY Living Structures Kits do have potential to become a new horticultural product, thus indicating potential for a niche market. Master Gardeners believe that it would appeal to consumers who do not have formal horticultural training. Interestingly, the product may have the potential to be considered as a gift item. Also, the majority of the respondents working in the horticultural industry were willing to sell these structures or incorporate them into a client's garden. The intent to help the environment was listed as one of the important motivators to purchase the product. The survey indicated that most Master Gardeners would most likely purchase DIY Living Structure Kits from a local garden center or nursery, which is consistent with their plant 
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• August 2012 22 (4) purchasing behavior. However, it appeared that many of them are willing to make a trip to a local farmers' market to support farmers that grow the materials, which would be very beneficial for sales through direct marketing. In summary, the survey was valuable for gaining insights on the promise of DIY Living Structure Kits and indicative that there is potential for a niche market. For this survey, we selected a consumer segment represented by Master Gardeners. However, consumers of horticultural products are relatively diverse, and additional marketing research targeting various segments of gardening consumers should be conducted in future to assess their perceptions of a new product (Behe et al., 2010) . Also, more in-depth product evaluation studies would need to be conducted if the product were available in retail outlets. The limitation for future investigation is the lack of availability of trial products. Therefore, production of trial kits is recommended for future marketing research. 
